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ECE burnout: Early childhood intervention practitioners’
sense of hope, life satisfaction, and meaning in life
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University of Glasgow, UK

While researchers have devoted significant attention to the well-being of teaching
professionals, there remains a notable gap in our understanding of early childhood
intervention practitioners. For example, little is known about the factors maintaining
professionals’ commitment and effectiveness throughout their cateers, including the role
of well-being in their work. To begin to address these issues, this study was conducted to
develop a deep understanding of the New Zealand eatly childhood intervention
practitioners’ perceptions of their subjective well-being. This paper presents analysed
survey and interview data from a sample of 96 early intervention practitioners in New
Zealand. Participants reported relatively high levels of sense of hope and life meaning,
but relatively low level of life satisfaction. The findings indicated that maintaining hope
and meaning significantly contributed to patticipants’ overall well-being. Furthermore,
many indicated that their lives were meaningful and that supporting young children with
disabilities gave them a sense of purpose. The results revealed important insights into the
current state of eatly childhood intervention practitioners’ subjective well-being and
provide implications for professional development programs as well as recommendations
for future research.

Introduction

Being an island nation in Oceania, New Zealand boasts a renowned reputation as a global
frontrunner in early childhood education (ECE). This acclaim stems from its high
participation rate, the extensive presence of skilled educators, and a strong commitment to
a bicultural (i.e., English and Maori) framework (Ministry of Education, 2017). The
national eartly childhood cutticulum Te Whariki (Maori: “the woven mat”) also stands out
for its comprehensive integration of policies and a strong emphasis on fostering
collaborative learning relationships between educators and parents/families (Ministry of
Education, 2017).

Amidst today’s New Zealand landscape, many committed professionals choose to work in
the early childhood and special education sector, recognising the field’s pivotal
contribution to nurturing the development of children with special needs. This
momentum is driven by the amplified focus on inclusion and the essential role of early
intervention, as underscored by field experts in the field (e.g., Ainscow et al., 2006;
Foreman, 2008; Zhang, 2018).

Currently, the New Zealand Ministry of Education offers eatly childhood intervention
(ECI) setrvices for children aged 0-6 with special needs. ECI practitioners collaborate with
families, schools, and diverse specialists, such as deaf educators, Maori cultural advisors,
psychologists, and speech-language therapists. These services, offered directly by the
Ministry or through contracted providers, operate in various settings, including
community centres, home-based services, and schools.
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The research context

Although it has been widely recognised that special education professionals are at a high
risk of burnout, leading to high turnover rates and potentially impacting the educational
outcomes of children with special needs (e.g., De Stasio et al., 2017; Ng et al., 2023), there
remains a significant gap in our understanding of ECI practitioners. In addition, while
research frequently explores the stress and professional challenges of special education
teachers, relatively little attention is paid specifically to the unique experiences of ECI
practitioners. For example, searches conducted on Google Scholar, ERIC, and PsycINFO
reveal limited academic journal articles that focus on the personal and professional
perspectives of “intervention practitioners”. Much of the available literature tends to
prioritise intervention outcomes, system-level approaches, or professional development
frameworks. Studies on practitioner burnout and job satisfaction in related fields, such as
ECE and therapy services, provide some insights but fail to capture the nuances of ECI
practitioners’ roles.

This gap underscores the need for targeted research exploring their lived experiences to
better support their critical work with children and families effectively. Furthermore, little
is known about the factors maintaining ECI professionals’ commitment and effectiveness
throughout their careers, including the role of well-being in their work.Studying these
constructs in a unique and under-investigated sample, i.e., early childhood intervention
practitioners, may make a significant contribution to both research and practice. It can
enhance our understanding of how these variables specifically relate to the subjective well-
being of ECI professionals in their roles and work.

Previous studies have also shown that there is a strong link between an individual’s work
performance and overall well-being. More specifically, research highlights that well-being
is enhanced when a sense of hope and meaning is maintained at the workplace (e.g.,
Martela et al., 2018; Pavot & Diener, 2008; Snyder et al., 1991; Steger et al., 2006). For
example, it has been widely recognised that having a sense of hope can aid in coping with
challenges and setbacks, foster a positive mindset, increase satisfaction at work, enhance
overall well-being and spiritual life in particular (e.g., Damon & Colby, 2015; Diener et al.,
1985; Seligman, 2002). According to psychologists Damon and Colby (2015), living with a
sense of purpose also provides high levels of work fulfilment and overall life satisfaction.
These points are further supported when one considers the fact that meaning in life,
which infuses studies of both ultimate concern and purpose, has received much attention
from psychologists and researchers (Frankl, 1963; Diener et al., 1985).

While the specific importance and influence of a sense of hope, meaning in life, and life
satisfaction on well-being can vary between individuals, they are generally recognised as
key components of subjective well-being and are often studied and measured in research
on well-being (Diener & Diener 1995; Diener et al., 1985). In the past few decades, much
research has also been conducted on subjective well-being, and several instruments have
been developed to measure individuals’ sense of hope, meaning in life, and life satisfaction



444 ECE burnout: Early childhood intervention practitioners’ sense of hope, life satisfaction, and meaning in life

(Martela et al., 2018; Pavot & Diener, 2008; Steger et al., 2000) for various groups of
people.

As mentioned earlier, although extensive research has focused on the well-being of
educators, a significant gap remains in comprehending ECI practitioners. Very few
studies, however, have been done to capture the potentially complex aspects of these
professionals’ subjective well-being. Information regarding their motivations for working
with young children with disabilities, how they feel about their work, and their overall
quality of life is currently limited. Studying these constructs of a unique and under-
investigated sample (i.e., ECI practitioners) may provide an important contribution to
both research and practice on subjective well-being.

Within the New Zealand context, there appears to be an even greater scarcity of literature
and research about the space where these two spheres overlap: ECI professionals’
subjective well-being. This research aimed to provide insight into that space. Employing a
mixed-methods approach, the research investigated three indicators of well-being: hope,
life meaning, and life satisfaction, which are all important aspects of subjective well-being.
Specifically, the survey explored variations in life satisfaction, meaning, and hope based on
position, age, and education, while interviews delved into personal experiences and
perspectives. This integration yielded a comprehensive understanding of ECI
professionals’ subjective well-being, harmonising the strengths and limitations of both
methods.

Amidst this context, a new conceptual framework was developed, combining social
constructivism and life course theory. Social constructivism emphasises how social
interactions and contexts shape individuals’ understanding of reality (Creswell & Poth,
2018). ECI professionals navigate complex social systems that shape their experiences,
perceptions, and practices. This study explores key aspects of their subjective well-being
to uncover socially constructed meanings. Life course theory examines how various
factors influence individuals’ lives over time, including education, career, work-life
balance, and the socioeconomic and cultural influences on career paths (Elder et al., 2004;
Mortimer & Shanahan, 2003).

A brief diversion to clarify key terms used in the paper is pertinent. “Hope” refers to the
perceived ability to achieve goals and planning (Bullough & Hall-Kenyon, 2012). “Life
satisfaction” is defined generally as overall life evaluation and meeting personal
expectations, including domains such as relationships, work, and health (Diener et al.,
1985; Pavot & Diener, 1993). “Meaning in life” is the understanding of one’s own
existence, values, and beliefs about the nature of life (Damon & Colby, 2015; Steger et al.,
2000). Following Foreman (2008), special need is defined as a specific category of
exceptionality such as autism or a physical disability which requires some modifications of
the mainstream curriculum, pedagogy, equipment, and/or environment, to obtain optimal
benefit from schooling. The terms special needs, additional learning needs, and disabilities are
used interchangeably in the paper.
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Materials and methods
This study

The first study phase involved participant identification through social media posts, local
childhood centres, and disability support groups. Data were collected across June 2018 to
August 2019, with the survey being open for three months. A total of 96 ECI
practitioners—including teachers, psychologists, therapists, and aides—completed the
online survey before the due date, ensuring their responses were included in the analysis.
Prior to participation, informed consent was provided to ensure anonymity and privacy.

Phase two followed the completion of the survey, engaging 14 ECI professionals in 30-
minute individual online interviews. Interviews were conducted from September 2019 to
October 2019. Interviewees were recruited from the survey participants, with those
expressing interest in the follow-up phase selected based on specific criteria (e.g., role,
experience). Qualitative research suggests a minimum sample size of 12 for data saturation
(e.g., Braun & Clarke, 2013; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). With 14 participants, sufficient
interview data was collected, meeting both qualitative analysis requirements and scale
standards.

Instruments

With the ethical approval from the university committee, a survey comprising 29
questions was developed and distributed to address the study’s purpose and overarching
question. The section on demographic characteristics (e.g., age, role description) was
followed by items drawn from three of the most widely used and cross-culturally validated
measures: the Hope Scale (Bullough et al., 2012; Snyder et al., 1991), the Satisfaction with Life
Scale Martela et al., 2018; Pavot & Diener, 2008), and the Meaning in Life Questionnaire
(Steger et al., 2000).

Participants were asked to rate their sense of hope, life satisfaction, and meaning in life
using a 1-7 Likert scale, where 1 indicated “absolutely untrue” and 7 indicated “absolutely
true”. The items included: “In most ways, my life is close to my ideal” and “If I could live
my life over, I would change almost nothing” (satisfaction with life); “I energetically
pursue my goals”; “I can think of many ways to get the things in life that are most
important to me” (sense of hope); and “My life has no clear purpose”; “I understand my

life’s meaning”; “I am looking for something that makes my life feel meaningful”; and “I
am always looking to find my life’s purpose” (meaning in life).

To capture the aspects relevant to ECI professionals in New Zealand, an additional
section covering career-related aspirations and significant goals was added. Examples of
such questions include “My previous experiences have equipped me well for the role of a
special education teacher”; and “I consistently achieve the goals I set for myself”. The
survey’s item reliability and internal consistency were evaluated using Cronbach’s alpha,
which yielded values ranging from approximately 0.82 to 0.89.
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Similarly, while developing the interview protocol (Appendix 1), I leveraged various
research sources investigating the sense of hope, life meaning, and life satisfaction (e.g.,
Bullough et al., 2012; Martela et al., 2018; Pavot & Diener, 2008; Snyder et al., 1991;
Steger et al., 2006). Additionally, items aimed at obtaining deeper insights into these well-
being indicators were incorporated. For instance, questions such as “Does the following
statement describe you? Please briefly explain why”’; “I am satisfied with my life”; and “So
far I have gotten the important things I want in life” were included. To validate the
interview protocol, three participants not involved in the main study reviewed the pre-test
questionnaire and provided suggestions for improvement. I revised it based on their
teedback until it was clear to all pre-test participants. The refined questionnaire was then
sent to two field experts for further review.

Participants

Participants’ mean age was 39 years (SD=8.1). The demographic characteristics of the
participants are presented in Table 1.

Table 1: Demographic characteristics of participants (N=90)

Participant No. of survey No. of
composition participants interviewees
Employment  Fulltime 56 9
status Parttime 40 5
Age 20-29 21 7
30-39 50 2
40-49 20 3
50+ 5 2
Ethnicity Caucasian 35 6
Asian 20 4
Maori 22 3
Pasifika 19 1
Level of High school 13 0
education Associate degree 20 6
Bachelor degree 51 7
Masters degree 12 1
Role Early intervention teacher 51 6
Psychologist 20 3
Speech and language therapist 12 2
Aide 13 3
Religion Christian 31 6
Catholic 20 2
Buddhist 11 2
Muslim 12 2
Hindi 7 1
No religion 15 1
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Data analysis and findings
Survey results

To glean an understanding of the degrees of hope, life satisfaction, and meaning in life
based on their respective position, age, or level of education, analyses were first conducted
using data from the online survey through a series of analysis of variance (ANOVA).
Statistical analysis was conducted using SPSS software version 16.0 (SPSS, n.d.). All
participants reported relatively high levels of sense of hope (max score=7; mean=4.93;
SD=0.45; median=5.93; range =1.8) and life meaning (max score=7; mean=5.40;
SD=0.45 median=5.45; range=1.27), but relatively low level of life satisfaction (max
score= 7; mean=3.21; SD=0.45; median=3.93; range=1.05). No significant statistical
differences were found. Results are presented in Table 2.

Table 2: Descriptive statistics for hope, life satisfaction, and life
meaning among early childhood intervention practitioners (N=96)

Variable Max score ~ Mean SD Median ~ Range Cr(;?;ﬁih ®
Hope 7 4.93 0.45 5.93 1.80 0.85
Life satisfaction 7 3.21 0.45 3.93 1.05 0.82
Life meaning 7 5.40 0.45 5.45 1.27 0.89

Note. No significant statistical differences were found based on position, age, or level of
education.

While the revelation of reduced life satisfaction among ECI professionals was unexpected,
it is worth noting that their shared dissatisfaction was linked to inadequate pay and heavy
workloads. However, overall, respondents embraced the nature of their jobs, valued eatly
interventions, and felt competent in their roles. One participant further remarked, “It’s
not a high-paying job, but my work is fulfilling and purposeful. It boils down to how you
gauge your life... who can have it all together anyway?” (Participant 5)

Some respondents tied their faith to their roles indirectly, through their impactful actions
in their work. One participant explained, “Coming from a faith background that viewed
teaching children as a high calling, I embraced the opportunity to work as an ECI teacher
and never looked back” (Participant 13). Another participant expressed:

I aim to live out a life of love in the service of Jesus Christ, fulfilling my responsibilities. I
see the children with additional learning needs as cherished individuals and, above all,
children of God. Despite a heavy workload, I'm always open to additional tasks.
(Participant 11)

Interview results
With a focus on participants’ qualitative responses, content analysis—a recognised

method for interpreting written/spoken communication—was used to identify patterns
and themes in their comments (Cohen et al., 2018; Krippendorff, 2012). Following this
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method, the steps I used included identifying analysis units, coding statements based on
emerging concepts, clustering codes into themes, and iteratively refining these themes.
Preceding this, there was a process of transcribing the interview data, becoming immersed
in the data, and uncovering its meaning to ensure familiarity with the participants’
expetiences.

In this present study, I followed these key steps for qualitative data analysis using N1 7o
software. Essential steps of the analysis process are also detailed in Table 3. To enhance
the reliability of the study, I enlisted the expertise of two additional coders to review
interview transcripts, thereby ensuring a consensus in coding,.

Throughout the analysis, I continually refined the themes by revisiting and comparing
codes, clustering them to ensure they accurately captured the data’s richness. For example,
in the second round of coding, related concepts such as “financial stability,” “supportive
family,” and “work-life balance” were re-grouped under the overarching theme of
“characteristics of a satisfying life.” This iterative process aimed to capture the complexity
of participants’ experiences. These systematic steps facilitated a comprehensive analysis of
the qualitative data, providing a structured framework for interpreting and presenting
findings on various aspects of participants’ well-being.

Table 3: Content analysis process

Step Description Examples
1. Preparation and Preprocess, clean, and organise  Transcribe interviews, anonymise
organisation data defining analysis units responses, and format data
2. Coding scheme Create coding scheme with Coding categories: life satisfaction,
development categories characteristics of a satisfying life,
contributing factors of life satisfaction
3. Coding emerging  Assign codes to data based on Code responses into relevant
concepts the scheme categories
4. Inter-coder Use multiple coders to increase ~ Engaged two additional coders to
reliability reliability review interview transctipts, thereby
ensuring a consensus in coding
5. Iterative theme Analyse coded data: revisiting Revisit the emerging codes related to
refinement and comparing codes hope, satisfaction, and meaning

The subsequent sections outline themes concerning hope, life satisfaction, and meaning in
life, drawn from the interview data. Excerpts from the interview transcripts below
exemplify these themes and are representative, not exhaustive, of the quotes used to
establish them.

Sense of hope

This study embraced Snyder et al.’s (1991) hope definition, consisting of two elements: (a)
agency, representing the drive to advance toward goals, and (b) pathways, signifying the
ability to plan routes for goal achievement. Essentially, hope involves cognitive aspects
tied to goal attainment thoughts and planning.
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The findings revealed that for some participants (n=8), maintaining a sense of hope not
only enhanced their well-being but also cultivated a more positive work experience and
constructive contributions to their workplace. Among the 14 participants, seven identified
as having a strong sense of hope, consistently maintaining motivation in the face of
challenges. Unsurprisingly, these participants perceived hopefulness as a mental state
infused with optimism, embodying a confident anticipation of favourable outcomes linked
to their life’s events and situations. Data also unveiled that some participants (n=>5) sensed
the determination and energy to pursue their goals, while others (n=3) believed in their
capacity to create effective strategies for achieving personal objectives.

A sense of hope assists in coping with stressful sitnations

Four of the participants highlighted how maintaining a sense of hope assisted them in
managing workplace stress. One (Participant 2) conveyed that despite the significant
challenges in her work, a sense of hope played a role in coping with stress: “Hope allows
me to consider the intangible aspects of life and maintain a positive perspective.”

Future aspirations/ top goals for next year

Upcoming aspirations and top goals participants identified included influencing
policymaking in early childhood and special education, achieving full ECI practitioner
registration, and home ownership. Interestingly, a few (n=3) expressed a goal-free
approach, embracing each day as it comes.

Participants were also asked about the motivations driving their work and the lasting
impact they aimed to create through their work. A handful of participants (n=4)
responded with notable enthusiasm. The following remarks exemplify their dedication,
passion, and ambitions:

My desire to work with young children with disabilities stems from my dissatisfaction
with the way these children are taught/treated. I am fervently determined to effect
change and improve their circumstances. (Participant 26)

I aspire to leave behind a legacy of compassion and love. (Participant 61)

I am driven by the desire to excel as a teacher. Teaching is a profession, a way of life, not
just a job. (Participant 59)

Life satisfaction

Participants were also asked about their overall life satisfaction as well as judgments of
satisfaction in various areas of life (e.g., work satisfaction, health satisfaction). Aligned
with the survey results, only six interviewees expressed satisfaction with their personal and
professional lives. Nonetheless, three participants reported a high level of life satisfaction
in their ability to balance work and life, despite experiencing considerable work-related
stress.

Regarding health satisfaction, personal goals satisfaction, and relationship satisfaction,
none of the participants described these areas of life as completely satisfying. For example,
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Participant 7, an ECI psychologist, mentioned that he was content with his current
situation, acknowledging that “life is never 100% perfect.”

Characteristics of a satisfying life

Participants were asked to describe the characteristics of an ideally satisfying life and the
conditions under which they experienced life satisfaction. Staying in line with portrayals
frequently highlighted in existing literature (Martela & Steger, 2018; Steger et al., 2006), the
data gathered pointed to a prevalent view among participants, wherein a “fulfilling life”
was conceptualised through the lens of a sense of “meaningfulness”; “a lively spiritual life
and strong community ties”; “supportive families/friends”; “happiness”; and “financial

stability”.

Contributing factors of life satisfaction

Participants highlighted key factors for a “satistying life”, including quality relationships,
personal achievements, work-life balance, rest, and future security. Health, the ability to
manage one’s own life, and competence in work or fulfilling employment are essential
factors. Satisfaction with spiritual or religious beliefs, personal growth, community
engagement, participation in meaningful activities, and opportunities to travel are also
crucial. Additionally, consistent with existing research (e.g., Dreer, 2024), personal factors
such as job-related enthusiasm, confidence, and the fulfilment of fundamental needs
within the workplace play a significant role. Interestingly, however, some participants
(n=5) noted that, while a well-paying job is valuable, a ‘satisfying life’ goes beyond
financial aspects, focusing on contribution and recognition for achievements.

Life satisfaction and mental well-being

A consistent theme emerged from the interview data was that participants were acutely
conscious of their mental well-being. For instance, some pointed to work-related stress,
inadequate compensation, physical health concerns, and family-related stress as factors
casting a negative influence on their mental well-being. Others expressed that greater
administrative support from both the government and schools would improve their
mental well-being. Moreover, in line with the existing literature (e.g., Gerritsen, 2019;
Singh & Zhang, 2022; Zhang & Li, 2021), some expressed their disappointment with
society’s limited awareness of disabilities and under-valuation of their roles.

Meaning in life

Based on the interview data, a clear alignhment emerged between the literature and the
findings: personal meaning is a collaborative product shaped by an individual’s
experiences, circumstances, religion, and the influences of their culture and society (Steger,
et al., 20006). Below are the emerged sub-themes.

Ideals of a meaningful life

Participants described their ideals of a meaningful life as encompassing key elements: (a)
possessing a clear purpose derived from sources such as relationships, faith, success, or
education; (b) contributing through services and resolving societal issues; and (c)
establishing social connections. For instance, Participant 4 found meaning in working as a
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speech specialist. Her emotions underscored the profound sense of meaning she attached
to her role as an ECI professional and how her job helped her gain a sense of meaning in
life: “I find it rewarding to serve others without concern for what we might receive in
return.”

The significance of meaning in life and its influence on work

Nine of the interviewees indicated that they found their lives to be meaningful and that
supporting young children with disabilities gave them a sense of purpose in life. For
example, Participant 12 viewed her work with children with disabilities and their families
as providing her meaning in life:

Sharing my knowledge on early interventions with children and their families energises
me. Witnessing their engagement and progtess is why I wake up eagetly each morning,.

Notably, one participant underscored the profound significance of meaning in life,
attributing the foundation of all his thoughts to his profound religious faith:

I’ve got a clear purpose in my life. I aim to stay strong and true to what I believe is right.
There are times I must stray from the crowd to remain true to my religious values, and
my sense of meaning helps me to be courageous enough to do so. (Participant 13)

Conversely, within the group, three individuals expressed that their lives lacked an
apparent meaning. On the other hand, the remaining participants displayed a clear
understanding of their life meaning and indicated that a sense of meaning positively
influenced their work.

The quest for meaning in life

Interestingly, approximately half of the interviewees (n=>5) shared that they had been
actively seeking something that imparts a sense of meaning and significance to their lives.
One interviewee remarked:

I find myself on a continuous quest to discover who I am and the meaning of my life.
(Participant 71)

Eatly interventions often extend well beyond mere activities and games. The consensus
among participants was strong: they frequently encountered significant hurdles while
striving to devise interventions which often involved tailored plans, specialised therapies,
and targeted support systems that are finely tuned to the unique requirements of each
child. Nonetheless, five of participants managed to extract elevated levels of contentment
and a deeper sense of meaning compared to others. What set these individuals apart from
the rest? Below are some insights shared by some participants:

As an ECI behaviour specialist, I identified my purpose as advancing evidence-
based, data-driven practices within this field. (Participant 79)

In my case, my sense of meaning centered around family and others. (Participant

46)
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Viewing the findings through the lens of life course research

After reviewing the comprehensive dataset, the impact of participants’ diverse life
experiences on their well-being and the delineation of distinct life courses became
apparent. For instance, the trajectories individuals followed, significant life transitions they
experienced, and pivotal turning points they encountered, were intricately linked to a
myriad of facets within their professional and personal lives. These facets encompassed
workload, personal concerns, career aspirations, and their visions for the future.

As I analysed the data, identifying emerging patterns, I realised that these findings would
likely hold important implications for both policy and practice within the field of early
childhood special education. Therefore, with the purpose of gaining deeper insights on
how ones’ sense of hope, life satisfaction, and meaning in life fluctuated at different stages
of life courses, I conducted another analysis, this time examining the interview and survey
data through the lens of the life course theory (Bullough et al., 2012; Shanahan, et al.,
2010).

Key aspects of the life course theory include trajectories, turning points, and career
pathways, transitions, human agency, cohorts, and period effects. The following section
will briefly define the first three terms, which were key themes that emerged in the data.

Trajectories are overall patterns of our lives. They represent a sequence of roles and
experiences and often consist of a series of transitions. Educational trajectories, for
example, focus on paths individuals take in their educational pursuits over the course of
their lives. Twrning points are significant life events, experiences, or realisations.
Additionally, a turning point serves as a clear indicator of a pivotal change in one’s life
trajectory, representing a shift in the direction of one’s life. Examining turning points
offers an ideal means to explore the functioning of protective factors and processes in
individuals’ lives. In the context of career pathways, the life course theory looks at how
individuals’ work experiences and social and historical contexts influence their career
development and choices. It recognises that career pathways are not linear but rather
shaped by a series of decisions, experiences, and opportunities that unfold across the
lifespan. The following sections will present the dominant patterns that emerged from the
data.

Theme 1: Educational trajectories

Interestingly, most of the participants’ (n=80; 83%) educational trajectories, i.e., their
patterns of educational attainment before they came to the field of early childhood special
education, were not linear or stable. These participants all progressed through school and
eventually graduated from college or university with non-education related degrees. For
example, some of them took breaks from university studies or attended different types of
university programs (e.g., computer sciences, business). One autism specialist commented:

I started my cateer in childcate after entering a computer science program and landing a
summer internship at a charity organisation that supported young children with
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disabilities. I became interested in going into early childhood special education.
(Participant 14)

Many participants expressed a lifelong aspiration to learn and to teach, as one participant
wrote, “It’s not about a single event; it’s about living meaningfully in this world”
(Participant 31). Some participants remarked that their life trajectories led to a profound
sense of meaning and fulfilment. Another participant added:

Being an effective ECI educator requires more than a love for teaching. I believe it is
equally crucial for a teacher to serve as a beacon of hope and inspiration for those under
their influence. .. to me, the most important thing one can do is to educate, inspire and
empower the people. (Participant 28)

Theme 2: Turning points

In accordance with the existing literature, participants shared insights and engaged in
discussions regarding the nature, diverse contexts, and significance of these pivotal turning
points in their lives. Interestingly, some participants mentioned that their decision to
pursue a career in ECI marked a significant turning point in their lives. One participant
(Participant 23), a 37-year-old special education teacher, elaborated:

This decision marked a pivotal moment in my life. When I volunteered in a special
education class and encountered those young students for the first time, an undeniable
calling to become a teacher for these children stirred within me. It wasn’t so much a
choice as it was a destiny.

Approximately 65% of the respondents (n = 63) indicated that their personal values had
motivated them to work with young children with special needs. Many shared stories of
experiences that instilled in them a deep sense of care for children with disabilities. For
instance, one teacher wrote,

My patents once fostered two siblings with autism, and witnessing the challenges these
children faced inspired me to dedicate myself to helping people, particulatly children
with additional learning needs. (Patticipant 3)

Another participant (Participant 33) shared that witnessing the shortage of ECI
professionals in the country had motivated him to transition from a business career to
special education. He came to realise that his true calling wasn’t solely about earning
money but rather about assisting those in need. He expressed, ““The choice and successful
pursuit of a profession are just tools for fulfilling one’s life purpose. Without a sense of
purpose, life can become empty.” Undoubtedly, life purpose and values were significant
contributors to the job satisfaction of ECI professionals, independently of other
contextual factors such as working conditions and salary.

Theme 3: Career pathways

As I'looked at how the participants’ work experiences and social contexts influenced their
career development and choices, it is interesting to note that career pathways are not
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linear but rather shaped by a series of decisions, experiences, and opportunities that
unfolded across their lifespans. The patterns of their employment over the life course
were not stable either. Instead, they were varied trajectories, in which the individual
changes occupations several times over the course of their life.

Most of the participants (n=70; 13%) were in their mid-career stage (30-49 years old).
Although this is typically the period when individuals are at the peak of their careers, some
participants chose to shift their career paths and enter the field of special education during
this stage of life. While some found great satisfaction in achieving professional success in
their new field, others encountered unexpected obstacles, including a lack of professional
development opportunities and low pay. One participant (Participant 35) shared:

Some of my former schoolmates have been promoted to more senior positions, taken on
greater responsibilities, and now earn higher salaries than I do. However, it is my passion
for making a meaningful impact in the field of special education that keeps me here...
and I remain hopeful.

However, a number of these highly motivated ECI professionals also expressed concerns
about career pathways, particularly the elevated standards for ECI professionals. The
following comments illustrate these perspectives.

While it was a good thing that more and more people that ECI influence children’s
success later in school and in life, as many programs across New Zealand have started to
raise the qualifications and credentials for eatly educators and ECls, resources are not
always in place to assist those who are interested in early childhood special education. 1
personally have experienced great difficulties paying for costs of preparation and
professional development.

It is not just funding support that ECI educators need to complete their education. Many
also need support persons such as counsellors and mentors who can help them navigate
the path to obtaining qualifications and support the journey.

To become a speech therapist, I worked 11 hours a day at different patt time jobs and
went to school at night. It took me three years of study and school experience to know
the extent of knowledge, skills, and expertise it took to be a qualified ECI specialist.

A few participants (n=7) mentioned that they had opted to transition from full-time to
part-time employment primarily due to life changes (e.g., health-related issues, marriage,
parenthood). Additionally, two participants had recently entered the field and preferred to
begin their careers as shadow teachers. Clearly, one appealing aspect of working in ECI
was the flexibility it offered.

In summary, as one can surmise, the life courses of ECI professionals reflected the unique
journeys each individual had embarked upon, shaping their perspectives, priorities, and
contributions within the context of their work and their commitment to serving young
children with special needs. Understanding how an individual’s educational trajectoties,
turning points, and career pathways influence support well-being can help ECI trainers,
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school administrators and other support workers becoming more aware of factors that,
govern life courses, foster resilience, and help to derive a sense of meaning, hope, and
satisfaction in life. For example, in this study, environments served as pivotal moments
for numerous ECI practitioners, highlighting the importance of fostering support, creating
opportunities, and nurturing positive attitudes within the educational setting. These efforts
are crucial for encouraging positive life paths.

In the context of early childhood inclusive education, the life course theory helps to
explain how ECI professionals’ educational experiences, personal values, and life
circumstances can impact their career choices, satisfaction, and outcomes. By taking a life
course perspective, researchers and practitioners can better understand the complexities of
career development, including how individuals adapt to changing work environments,
pursue career advancement, and balance work and personal life responsibilities over time.
For instance, an ECI specialist who has confronted career obstacles may have developed
greater resilience over time as he learned to adapt and manage challenges.

Discussion and conclusions

Using a mixed method approach, this study investigated the three indicators of subjective
well-being among ECI practitioners: sense of hope, satisfaction with life, and meaning in
life. Among the 96 participants, high levels of hope and life meaning were reported, but
life satisfaction was relatively low. More than half expressed lives filled with meaning,
fuelled by their role in supporting children with disabilities. The study found that
maintaining hope and a sense of purpose contributed to their well-being. Furthermore,
those with deep meaning exhibited strong commitment, mindfulness of their impact, and
a willingness to take on additional duties when required. The findings of this study
contribute to both educational research and professional practice, helping us better
understand the connection between ECI professionals’ levels of hope and life meaning in
relation to their work and their views on their roles.

Implications

The study’s findings emphasise the importance of nurturing hope, meaning, and life
satisfaction as factors that have a positive impact on overall well-being of ECI
practitioners. While education professionals in New Zealand generally prioritise ongoing
professional development and training, there is a notable need for increased support in the
realm of well-being of ECI practitioners. Hence, on an organisational level, it is crucial for
professional development programs to prioritise well-being and establish optimal
environments that encourage the development of hope and meaning, promoting both
well-being and a positive life perspective of ECI practitioners. After all, research has
shown that workplaces centre on staff well-being, which offer counselling and other forms
of work-life balance support, help education professionals gain a better understanding of
their work and revitalise their motivation. A focus on well-being not only assists staff in
reflecting and recovering but also significantly mediates the effects of burnout (Ng et al.,
2023).
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Secondly, this research has highlighted the importance of nurturing the holistic
development of pre- and in-service ECI practitioners’ lives, rather than treating their lives
as isolated moments or events. Universities and other training programs should take a role
in guiding and motivating their trainees to assess their well-being status and provide
exposure to effective strategies that enhance overall well-being.

Thirdly, when examined through a life course perspective, subjective well-being becomes
an ongoing, dynamic process influenced by cumulative experiences and transitions
throughout an individual’s lifespan. Hence, it becomes evident that life course theory,
subjective well-being, as well as other aspects of spiritual life are intricately linked. For
instance, life course theory offers a framework for comprehending how diverse life
experiences and transitions affect individuals’ subjective well-being over time. The life
course theory can, therefore, be utilised to guide the development of professional training
programs, support groups, and policies aimed at bolstering the well-being of ECI
practitioners who are at various stages of life. An appreciation of how individuals are
influenced by their life trajectories can facilitate the identification of occasions to offer
assistance and resources, particularly during pivotal life events or when confronting
cumulative disadvantages.

This research is constrained by a limited participant pool from one country, potentially
affecting generalisability. Future studies should include diverse global samples for broader
insights, explore driving factors of subjective well-being, and track the evolution of hope,
life meaning, and satisfaction over time.

In summary, despite the limitations, this study serves as a stepping stone for extended
research, carrying important implications for ECI professionals not only in New Zealand
but also globally. Especially noteworthy is the potential to explore critical research
questions regarding early childhood practitioners, the impact of subjective well-being, and
other factors shaping the dedication and proficiency of ECI professionals — queries that
require resolution.
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Appendix 1: Interview protocol

Hope 1. Understanding hope How do you define “hope” in the context of
your personal and professional life?

Can you share examples of how hope influences
your work as an ECI practitioner?

2. Agency and pathways What drives you to pursue your professional
goals?

How do you plan to overcome challenges in
achieving these goals?

3. Hope and stress management How does a sense of hope help you cope with
workplace challenges or stress?

Can you describe a situation where hope played a
key role in navigating difficulties?

4. Future aspirations What are your top professional and personal
goals for the next year?

What motivates you to pursue these goals?

Life satis- | 5. Overall life satisfaction How would you describe your overall life
faction satisfaction?

What factors contribute most significantly to
your satisfaction in life?

6. Does the following statement | I am satisfied with my life.

describe you? Please briefly explain | So far I have gotten the important things I want
why. in life.

7. Specific areas of life How satisfied are you with specific aspects of
your life, such as work, relationships, health, and
personal achievements?

8. Please describe the characteristics of an ideally satisfying life and the conditions
under which you experienced life satisfaction.

9. What conditions make your life feel least fulfilling? How do these conditions affect
your well-being?
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Meaning | 10. Personal meaning What gives your life a sense of purpose or
in life meaning?

How does your work as an ECI practitioner
contribute to this sense of meaning?

11. Challenges and rewards Can you share a specific example where your
work brought a deep sense of meaning or
fulfilment?

Conversely, what challenges have made it harder
to find meaning in your role?

12. Ongoing quest for meaning Do you feel that you are on a journey to discover
more meaning in your life? If so, can you
describe that journey?

Closing | 13. Reflective summary Looking back on what we’ve discussed, what
questions stands out to you about your experiences with
hope, life satisfaction, and meaning in life?

14. Final thoughts Is there anything else you’d like to add or clarify
that could help us better understand your
experiences?
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